Violence Prevention in Middle School: A Preliminary Study
With the growing acts of incivility and violence on today's K-12 school campuses, the need for prevention violence has never been more important. Major problems listed by schools in the United States are fighting violence and gangs (Algozzine & McGee, 2011) . School violence continues to be a major problem, with numerous contributing factors which need attention from many different angles. As an example, the lack of close relationships with parents has been linked with an increase in violence in boys such as physical fighting and violence with a weapon during early adolescent years (Stoddard, et. al., 2011) . This is an indication that violence prevention efforts need to address family issues as well. Often children learn behaviors at home and then exhibit those 
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behaviors in other places such as school, which typically can reflect the dynamics that play out in the home.
Literature Review
The impact of school violence is multifaceted. When violence occurs at school it can lead to victims feeling depressed and isolated. Researchers have indicated that some students who are victims of school violence skip school occasionally due to not feeling safe (Johnson, Burke, & Gielen, 2011) . Furthermore, Blosnich and Bossarte (2011) indicated that even low-level violence can result in negative emotional and psychological consequences for the victims. While the focus is often on violence against students, it is important to note that violence in schools occurs within social contexts and can also include violence against teachers, principals, counselors and other school-based personnel who have perceived or real experience with a level of violence in the school (Algozzine and McGee, 2011) . In some school districts, teachers and other personnel have left the schools due to not feeling safe and believed violence within the community had impacted the atmosphere within the school (Algozzine & McGee, 2011) . Violent events in school are often reported in the news bringing attention to the issue (Espelage, et. al., 2013) Often people think of extreme physical violence, shootings and rapes when it comes to school violence. However, there are numerous forms of school violence including bullying, intimidation and gang activity. Social and environmental factors can impact whether or not students participate in violent activities. Participation in violent activities increases significantly during adolescence (Stoddard et. al, 2011) . For some students, peer pressure may be a factor in getting involved in violent activities. Kerbs and Jolley (2007) indicated that more than 50 percent of students may believe that the victims brought the violence upon themselves and that there is nothing wrong with teasing others who are different. Addressing these issues is a complex task yet too often the focus is merely on changing behaviors. Nadal and Griffin (2011) pointed out that hate crimes begin through language, harassment and incivility toward different youth, are examples of the microagressions we see in schools and family settings.
Many schools have focused on the changing behaviors and mandating punishment for behaviors using a no tolerance policy. They may combine this approach with conflict resolution skills but for some schools these efforts have not been enough (Johnson, Burke & Gielen, 2012) . School environment is an important factor in academic success and violence in schools is negatively impacting the development of students both academically and emotionally (Johnson, Burke & Gielen, 2011) . More than half of middle schools use some type of security or surveillance methods but these measures are costly and the research has not supported an increase in school safer or a reduction of fear of violence on the part of students (Gottfredson & DiPietro, 2011) . It is also interesting to note that violence may not always be reported. In fact, Algozzine and McGee (2011) found in their study that students were more likely to report school crime and violence than teachers or administrators. School climate has been closely linked to the perception of school violence. School climate can be impacted by having clear policies and procedures that are closely followed and developing positive relationships between all members of the school community (Bosworth, Ford, & Hernandaz, 2011) . When a school has a climate with an atmosphere that struggles with a climate of aggression, this impacts how students feel, and many may not feel safe (Leff, et. al, 2010) .
School Based Violence Prevention Programs
Violence has become a major problem in schools and over 90 percent of school districts in the United States have implemented policies and procedures to attempt to prevent school violence (Johnson, Burke, & Gielen, 2012) . School based violence prevention programs have several advantages over other prevention programs. These programs teach students skills and reinforce skills to prevent violence. The focus on developing skills can help to increase social competencies (Sullivan & Bradshaw, 2012) . Also, it has been noted that bullying tends to increase during middle school years and is an area prevention programs can address through character building and teaching empathy (Gibbone & Manson, 2010) .
However, it is important to note that prevention and intervention programs have mixed results. The best programs tend to have support from administrators teachers, staff and students and are campus wide in nature (Blosnich & Bossarte, 2011) . Additionally, Gibbone and Manson (2010) also indicated that school wide programs that allow for peer mentoring and peer leadership can be effective when students are allowed to be involved in the development of the programs. Algozzine & McGee (2011) suggested that while quite a bit is known regarding juvenile crime, there is a gap in the knowledge and literature in terms of the use of evidence based efforts that address violence within schools. Chambers, Zyromski, Asner-Self and Muthoni (2010) researched perceptions of school counselors for being prepared if and when serious acts of violence occurred. Chambers et al., found that both counselors' years of experience, and community setting contributed to those perceptions. It appears that more research is needed on the attitudes related to violence, as well as creating patterns of behavior change in school settings. In this study, we attempt to begin to help fill that gap.
Purpose of the Study
Given the growing issue with violence in society, additional research is needed to determine if school based violence prevention programs can have an impact in reducing attitudes towards violence and violence occurring on schools campuses by students. Counselors need to consider what steps they can take to prevent and reduce violence among youth. The purpose of this study was to explore how the changes in attitudes of students about violence based on an eight week violence prevention program intervention. A pre-test/post-test design was selected in order to determine if significant changes in thought patterns and behavior patterns may occur as a result of the intervention. Other factors were not considered such as grades, fighting and family environment. These are factors that albeit important were not part of this brief study. This study focused on determining if the intervention may have made a difference and thus a pretest/ posttest design was selected.
Method and Sample
Middle school students in grades 6 to 8 in East Texas attended a violence prevention program with parental consent. The program was conducted within the schools with the aim of decreasing school violence. In recent years, school violence has become a major concern and the school system wanted to take proactive steps to prevent issues. The study was approved by a community treatment center's institutional review board (IRB). Mental health providers from the treatment center went to the middle school for eight weeks for 50 minute sessions with groups of students to discuss violence and conducted the violence prevention program. The program was a collaborative effort between the middle school and the treatment center. As Farrell (2009) indicated the schools are a way in which a large number of individuals can be reached and continuity can be provided when it comes to violence prevention. This was a major reason why the program was implemented in the schools. In reviewing various curriculum, some curriculum focused only on a small number of high risk students while other curriculum focus on the entire student body (Farrell, 2009) . In order to reach as many students as possible, the treatment center used the Second
Step: A Violence Prevention Curriculum. This curriculum also has extensive research to support it. The curriculum has been designed to decrease aggressive behaviors and increase social skills. The curriculum focuses on teaching skills in the areas of empathy, problem solving and controlling emotions (Neace & Munoz, 2012) .
We focused on determining if changes occurred in attitudes. The questions were designed by the counselors after reviewing the curriculum to be specific for this intervention. A pre-test/post-test design was used to determine if changes in attitudes about various situations occurred. While there are numerous factors that could account for changes in attitudes, the questions were designed to address the information and situations presented in the curriculum. The hypothesis was that there would be a significant change in attitudes after the intervention. The participants were all enrolled in school and parental consent was obtained for participants to participate in this study. The interventions occurred during the regular school day with the counselors coming to the schools. With regards to the participants, the group was diverse and represented the diversity of the local population. There were 345 middle school students who participated in this violence prevention program. Of this number 57 percent were female and 43 percent were male. With regards to race and ethnicity, 43 percent identified as White, 31 percent as Black, 21 percent as Hispanic, three percent as bi-racial and two percent identified as other.
Results
Participants were asked to rate their feelings regarding specific situations that could be classified as violent or bullying behavior using a five point Likert scale. The questionnaire survey was competed before the violence prevention program started and again at the conclusion of the program. On several of the items there were changes in the percentage that were over five percent. This is significant in that it demonstrated that the interventions may have had some impact on attitudes and feelings of participants. The questions along with results of the survey are below in Table 1 with the percentage for each item. 
Discussion and Implications for the Counseling Profession
There are several different violence prevention programs available. When selecting a curriculum it is important to consider the anticipated outcomes. Within this study, the students showed gains in terms of understanding violent behaviors as evidenced by shifts in the percentages on questions. However, there were some areas where certain percentages did not shift as much. This may be due to a number of environmental factors. Given that nearly 70 percent of the students in this school district are on free or reduced lunches, one must take into account the socio-economic status (SES) factors. Also, roughly half of the students were living with single parents or grandparents. One has to consider how this may impact the students' perceptions of violence especially if the parents often fight. These factors were not asked as part of the demographic background but could have impacted the results.
The results of this study can be used to consider areas in which violence prevention programs can provide students with additional information regarding what is considered violence. Also, programs may want to consider how they can provide students with additional hands-on experiences in handling difficult situations using role-playing and cases to facilitate personal growth in their ability to be prepared to deal with challenging situations.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
There were limitations with this study. First only middle school students were included in the study. Also, participants were only those who attended a certain school in one state. It would be interesting to see if there are differences between students based upon region of the country. Also, it could be beneficial to see if older and younger students share similar attitudes. Although the sample was diverse in nature it may be beneficial to compare differences based on racial and ethnic groups. These aforementioned comparisons may potentially account for beliefs regarding violence. A study with a larger sample size could compare not only racial and ethnic differences but also gender differences. Additionally, in future studies, it would be important to take into account the SES background of the students if possible and to do some complex comparisons between various groups such as students from single parent families versus those from families with two parents. Another important area for research is the family dynamic and it how may have contributed to the level of behavior that would appear uncivil, mean, or violent that occurs in the school setting. There are also other factors that may have contributed to changes in attitudes that were not measured as well. Furthermore the study did not look at violence records in the schools or academic success. Future studies could take these factors into account. This additional information may assist counselors in providing a more tailored and structured approach to violence prevention, utilizing several avenues of response not researched in this study.
Conclusion
The rate of violence and incivility that seem to be occurring in schools is at an alarming rate. This should be addressed on multiple levels, and dedicated school violence prevention programs are one way to begin to address the issue of violence within schools and society. By providing children and young adolescents with the knowledge and skills they need to effectively cope with potentially violent and difficult situations, a reduction in school violence may occur. Continuing to work with families of bullied and bullying individuals is important in counteracting the negativity that can be seen in the home, and carried into the educational system, on all levels (Baldry, 2003; Mustanoja, Luukkonen, Hakko, Rasanen, Saavala, & Riala, 2011) . Additionally, the skills learned in violence prevention programs can be used throughout one's lifetime (Farrell, 2009) . The attitudes and responses of children need to be considered when evaluating violence prevention programs. In this study, we have attempted to begin that process.
